Abstract: Analyses of populism in East -Central Europe (ECE) necessarily depart from the general crisis of representative democracy in the EU
Rethinking the "classical" approach: The contamination of identity politics in ECE
In the last quarter century, an empty representative democracy has emerged in East -Central Europe with democracy reduced to mere electoral democracy as populations grow alienated from elected parties and politicians, a trend evidenced in the reports of major reviewers (BF 2016 (BF , 2017 FH 2017; WEF 2017a, b, c) . Initially this situation led to the soft populism of the fi rst party system and later -after critical elections -to the hard populism of the second party system (see, e.g., Haughton -Degan -Krause 2015; Havlik -Voda 2016) . Soft populism had a basically domestic orientation, focusing on "internal enemies" while hard populism has found its main enemy in the EU, a target that leads me to call it "Eupopulism". Th is article deals fi rst with the decline of representative democracy in EU states, a process I consider mostly from the point of view of ECE domestic developments. I then analyse the EU context as a nested game, taking into account both the neglect of the new member states during the EU's management of the global crisis and the re -nationalisation of politics in ECE where abuse of the "Brussels demon" has helped consolidate populist regimes. While the rollback of Europeanisation and decline of democracy have mostly been domestically induced processes in ECE, the EU's negative externalities have also played an important role. EU membership has meant a demand for compliance with EU rules and values, however the EU has not elaborated any enforcement mechanism to deal with non -compliance in ECE. Th e lack of proper mechanisms to address the systemic failures of Europeanisation and democratisation has largely encouraged populist regimes.
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More generally, identity politics has swept across the world since the global crisis, making itself felt primarily in the most developed countries but also having a powerful contaminating eff ect in ECE. Since the mid-2010s, the erosion of European identity -reinforced by the Brexit decision and the US election of Donald Trump -has emerged as one of the most fashionable topics in European Studies (Engesser -Fawzi -Larsson 2017) . While the Euro -crisis has to some extent been overcome economically, it has deepened into a social and even more clearly a "cultural" and "national" identity crisis. As populist parties grow stronger, identity politics has been the main driver of collective action for marginalised populations. Th e conditions behind this "new" wave of populism have only been worsened by the current geopolitical crisis. In look-1 I have dealt with the current eruption of populism in other recent publications (Ágh 2016a -d) . This article off ers only an outline of the socio -economic and cultural defi cits and the distinction between external and internal Europeanisation that I have discussed in previous articles. My focus here is on the historical trajectory of Eupopulism, and thus, I broadly describe Hungarian developments with some reference to Poland. Although there are striking similarities across the new member states in the new populist wave, I concentrate here on the ECE countries.
ing for reasons for the sudden rise of populism in the EU, we may note two preparatory processes: the socio -economic crisis and growing inequality and "societal frustration" (Klipcerova -Baker -Kostál 2017) on the one hand, and an underlying cultural -political crisis leading to the erosion and re -nationalisation of European identity on the other. Th ese two processes in the EU have been accelerated and reinforced at a political level by Brexit as a direct concern for the EU28 as well as by Trump's election. Th e sudden turn to identity politics has primarily been facilitated by the global cultural processes of the information age. We have, thus, seen a seeming eruption of populism in a very short time via global information networks. Th e global rise of populism (Moffi tt 2016) can be attributed to new media technologies since media now pervades political life; this is also why the new populism has spread so rapidly around the world. Emerging from its earlier iterations to convey the new message of identity politics, populism has increasingly been embedded in a fast -shifting media communications landscape. What is novel here is the reliance on new media technologies and on shifting modes of political representation and identifi cation across a great variety of political and cultural contexts. In a recent book, Moffi tt (2016) attempts to locate populism within the global media landscape in an era of "communicative abundance", noting the increasing aff ordability of communication technologies and the widening scope and growing speed of communication and information networks. In this new age of increased mediatisation, ECE populist leaders have also learned to use new media technologies to their advantage. Moffi tt's account, thus, off ers a global media -centred understanding of contemporary populism that focuses on changing media and the mediatisation of politics. In this context, politics is increasingly being reshaped and altered as the infl uence of globalised media grows.
2 Th e populist eruption has also meant an eruption of identity politics for the various groups who are looking for points of identifi cation and representation through the still unmastered and rather chaotic digital communication of this media Babel. Identity politics is not new to the recent populism, and the history of the EU has always been attended by debates on European identity. Th is issue has been discussed in relation to EU citizenship and the EU's popular legitimacy as well as in relation to the diff erent levels of local, national and regional identity. Th e new approach distinguishes between two conceptually separate components of identity: the civic and the cultural. Th e civic pillar refl ects a citizen's identifi cation with a political system and the rights and du-ties it confers on him/her as a political being. In contrast, the cultural pillar speaks to the citizen's sense of belonging to a human community where there is a common culture, social similarities and values or even a common ethnicity (Bruter 2008: 279) . Merler (2017a, b) has recently summarised the debate on the relations between European identity and the protracted economic crisis by pointing out the tensions between pan -European elite identity (Eurocracy) and a deeper sense of common citizenship across the EU. She warns that civic identity has been eroded during the economic crisis and notes that recovery has been described as the "[r]ebuilding [of] economic and political capital for EU integration" (2017a, b) since legal fetishism has done serious damage to European identity. (For more on these themes, see below.)
Th is split between elite and citizen types of EU identity has disrupted the previous Europeanisation of national identities into "dual" (national and EU) components to such an extent that some analysts have condemned the "post--national dream" of European identity (Duchesne 2014) .To begin with, the current EU identity crisis has challenged the global status of the EU. Second, it has highlighted the divorce between the technocratic and democratic EU, and third, it has compounded the tensions between so -called Core and Periphery identities. Moreover, in the countries most seriously hit by the global crisis, national identities have been reinforced while EU identifi cations have declined dramatically. Th e debate is ongoing given the apparent eruption in the 2010s of a wide variety of identities both globally and regionally, including in ECE. In sum, identity politics has played a central role in the new wave of populism, and this is contrasted with growing emptiness of representative democracy. As Ehala (2017) observes: "In the contemporary world, we are obsessed with identity.
[…] Th us, identity issues have become contentious in the modern world, yet our understanding of identity is a mess" (p. 1).
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Identity politics has turned out to be the fl agship for populist politics on both the left and the right as well as for all kinds of ethnicities and cultural groups. It has, moreover, been discussed and analysed by politicians, citizens and experts across several disciplines. Th is situation has been a great push for social constructivist approaches in the social sciences since collective identities are social constructed (Ehala 2017: 3-9) . What Ehala calls the "sign system of collective identities" changes as civilisation evolves and explosive advances of information technology radically alter communication. At the same time, we fi nd that as a major ideology shaping inter -group relations, "liberal" multicul-3 The European identity crisis fi rst came to a head in the mid-2000s aft er the failure of the European Constitution, resulting in a large body of literature on this topic. In particular, the Journal of Contemporary European Studies published a special issue in 2008 featuring a lead paper by Bruter. My own book, Eastern Enlargement and the Future of the EU27 (Budapest: Together for Europe Foundation, 2006, 237-288) includes a chapter devoted to the "identity crisis in the enlarged EU" which discusses both "cultural politics" and "civic democracy" from the standpoint of soft populism.
turalism now reveals an internal conceptual paradox since the eruption of a wide array of ever -changing identities has challenged the "liberal" system itself. Th is is clear both from newly emerging intolerant minority ideologies and from the challenged cultural majority that is behind nascent hard forms of populism. Furthermore, the eruption of collective identities from all directions has led to the erosion of social capital even in developed and consolidated democracies. Against this backdrop of recent conceptual turmoil in discussions of the new populism and its identity politics, Buti and Pichelmann (2017) attempt to provide a systemic overview of what they call European integration and populism. Th eir analysis begins with a strong charge: EU institutions and policy settings are prone to populist attacks from both a purely economic and more cultural "nativist identity" angle since these institutions neglect the real problems of the EU population. Current competencies, mostly confi ned to the organising of markets and not extending to the question of distribution eff ects, make the EU appear like an agent of globalisation within Europe rather than the means for a joint European response to globalisation. Buti and Pichelmann (2017) focus on the increasing tension between proponents of globalisation and the populations of EU member states that has resulted in a rising tide of nationalistic and, in fact, often nativist, go -it -alone policy approaches. Th e EU has, thus, been charged with undermining national autonomy, identity and control.
For Buti and Pichelmann, it appears that while the EU integration process has been the bedrock for peace and economic development for half a century, it can no longer be taken for granted. In particular, they note that the EU integration process has traditionally been conceived as a means to square the circle, allowing for the catching up with economic growth and convergence while preserving Europe's social model as refl ected in the EU social acquis. Th e fi nancial crisis has, however, only fuelled an already existing undercurrent of discontent and fading trust in democratic institutions and in the willingness of elites to deal with the (real or imagined) unfair distribution of benefi ts and burdens in society. In this context, EU institutional settings and policies are increasingly being perceived as having a pro -market bias and paying little (if any) attention to their social impact that has undermined cohesion, solidarity, autonomy and governability at the national, regional and local levels. Th e backlash against globalisation and EU integration, thus, runs deeper than cheap populism since it has economic and cultural roots that should not be dismissed too easily.
Th e losers in the globalisation process have become highly visible while the middle classes have seen scant evidence of once promised gains. Whether or not globalisation is the main culprit, it does not take a populist to notice that the last few decades have seen the top 1% grab an ever -growing share of the national income and wealth while median incomes have stagnated. It has to be acknowledged that some attacks from populists respond to real grievances; moreover, not everyone who criticises the ruling elites is a populist. What is striking, however, about populism is the rhetoric that it draws on: amidst multiple insecurities that threaten the social fabric, populists invoke the dichotomies of "real people" versus "the establishment" and honest (native) ordinary people versus corrupt elites. Th ey also claim to represent the true will of the people and to express common sense instead of manipulated expert opinions. Th eir standard repertoire, thus, includes ridiculing expert opinions (a task that is admittedly sometimes all too easy) and denouncing statistical evidence as abstract and out of line with the experiences of ordinary people. Populists have also been quick to realise the potential of social media given their (partly real, partly imaginary) claims to create a space for common identity and to establish direct links between citizens and their true representatives who speak the will of the no -longer -silent majority. In this context, Buti and Pichelmann (2017) note that cultural globalisation and identity politics have aff orded populist regimes a kind of soft power; they have only needed to insert an enemy image as content.
Signifi cantly, the EU has been highly vulnerable to populism since the long period of representative democracy was dominated by a legal or formalistic approach to EU democracy. Th e recent populist wave has only confi rmed that the "capacity for electoral institutions to aff ect attitudes about representative democracy may be more limited than previously appreciated" (Donovan -Karp 2017: 469) . Legal formalities matter even less in ECE while political corruption and social inequality are more substantive issues. When asked "what they expected from democracy as a general concept, and what they thought democracy actually delivered in their own country" (Donovan -Karp 2017: 471) -a distinction usually analysed in David Easton's terms of diff use versus specifi c support for democracy -people in ECE reported a much bigger gap or contrast between the two categories than those in the old member states. Similarly, in one of the most recent populism studies, Agerberg (2017: 581) emphasises that the good government and democratic behaviour of elites have substantial impact on people's specifi c support for the political system. He also notes that high rates of corruption have greatly contributed to the populist wave in ECE and drastically diminished any specifi c support for democracy.
Looking more closely at the ECE, it is clear that after a period of soft populism characterised by attacks on the "old" and "postcommunist" impotent domestic elite, the new hard populist regimes have found an enemy in the EU. In this vein, they have used "Brussels" as a bugaboo for the consolidation of autocratic regimes. To make matters worse, ECE governments have produced a series of placebo reforms that claimed to target increasing inequality after the global crisis; the failure of these reforms has only reinforced the populist drive. Th is manipulation of the placebo eff ect is most striking among those ECE populist parties whose empty promises in the media have created the appearance of functioning democratic institutions and practices; in this way, they suggest that their government would have acted to save the poorest in society from the dire eff ects of the crisis. Th is crisis of representative democracy may be hard to overcome in ECE since no strategic steps have been taken to end the division of society into winners and losers, and indeed, even some winners are threatened by these precarious conditions. Instead, ECE populist movements have off ered the false medicine of identity politics, which has become a key feature of representative democracy in crisis.
The "nested game" approach: The historical trajectory of ECE Eupopulism
Although domestic socio -economic and political processes bear most of the blame for the apparent surge of populism in ECE, the EU's neglect and inaction around ECE crisis management have also contributed signifi cantly to the emergence of hard populism. During the 2010s, the EU has given growing manoeuvring room to incoming populist elites to grab power and consolidate hard populism through second party systems after critical elections. Th is nested game, or two -level process, and its close relationship with the emergence of hard populism is not usually discussed in European Studies since the EU's negative externalities generally remain a forgotten dimension of Core-Periphery relations. In fact, the Core-Periphery divide since the global crisis has split the EU more deeply than ever before and produced a specifi c Eupopulism in the "East".
Th is situation demands a radical re -conceptualisation since new analytical devices are needed to theorise these new confl icts between the Core and the Periphery. I would suggest that a three -step analysis of the nested game can shed some light on the divergence of ECE states from mainstream EU developments. Th is analysis might proceed as follows: (1) Th e point of departure is the total "civilisational" (socio -economic and cultural) defi cit of the ECE states before accession and their emerging relative defi cit after accession; this defi cit in civic political culture produced weak informal institutions; (2) Th e result has been a gap between the ECE states' external, formal -legal Europeanisation and their internal, substantive -cultural Europeanisation during their membership; this defi cit has led to "formal" rather than "eff ective" membership, that is, to the construction of legal scenery that still has no socio -economic content behind it and to steadily increasing socio -political polarisation; (3) Th e endgame has been the emergence of hard populism with relative de -Europeanisation and de--democratisation in the EU. Cumulative societal frustration and a new cultural defi cit have, thus, ruined emerging participatory and sustainable democracies, and this has led to socio -economic and political deconsolidation.
In contrast, from the EU's standpoint, this historical trajectory might unfold as follows: (1) At the start of the accession process, the EU did not respond to ECE's historical defi cit and, thus, did not create a road map to deal with the historical and new relative defi cits emerging from the new institutional and cultural demands of membership (see my remarks on the Copenhagen dilemma below); (2) Th e EU accepted superfi cial, formal -legal transformations as valid Europeanisation and democratisation and hoped for a "trickle -down" eff ect despite all increasingly dramatic evidence to the contrary (see my remarks on the excuse of diff erentiated integration below); (3) Th e Core underestimated emerging ECE hard populism, which it took to be a transitory political deviation despite the deepening socio -economic crisis (see my remarks on "light touch" legal mechanisms below). All in all, then, it seems clear that neglect and an absence of empathy have proven highly counterproductive for Core-Periphery relations in the 2010s.
It must be reiterated that European Studies has ignored the distinction between absolute (historical) and relative (EU -related) defi cits. On this count, it is important to note that after World War II, the ECE states were excluded from Western developments and they entered a new, unknown socio -political universe upon their EU membership. At the start of democratisation, the ECE countries, thus, had a much lower level of economic development than their Western counterparts as well as a serious institutional and cultural defi cit. I call this historical legacy the "absolute" defi cit and note that it was increased significantly by accession given the "relative" defi cit created by the new, very complex requirements of EU membership. Sztompka (2000) argues justifi ably that the accession process generated dual eff ects of "triumph and trauma" and this has produced a socio -cultural defi cit. Although on the one hand ECE populations experienced triumph in their so -called return to Europe, on the other, they worried about their lack of competitiveness in the midst of globalisation. Th is cumulative absolute and relative defi cit has dictated ECE's trajectory in recent decades to a great extent. Moreover, over the last quarter of a century, this defi cit has not disappeared but, on the contrary, only grown in many respects.
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Th is situation is particularly clear from the treatment of the refugee crisis. Lehne (2016) writes that the "European response to the refugee crisis has been rooted in deep -seated structural factors" (p.?), an observation that rings particularly true for ECE. Th e negative stance taken by ECE countries on the refugee who have been marginalised for failing to meet the new socio -economic requirements. This situation has destroyed the myth of the emerging middle class.
situation can be traced not only to elitist politics, but to a prevailing mindset; the increasingly negative mood of these states is anchored both in their heritage and in the experience of the socio -economic crisis among the vast majority of ECE populations. Lehne (2016) observes that "[e]ven more negative were the reactions in Central European member states, which had lived in relative isolation for decades and whole societies were unprepared for large infl uxes of foreigners" (p. 3). Against this backdrop, the EU has produced what might be called a crisis of crisis management, having failed to realise the meaning of the refugee crisis for the EU population as a whole and for ECE populations particularly with their specifi c historical experience over centuries and their unpreparedness for non -European migration. For these reasons and because of the EU's neglect of ECE's particular situation, the refugee crisis has pushed ECE populations into the worst kind of native -identity politics. Th rough its counterproductive approach, the EU has, thus, contributed to the re -nationalisation of ECE politics and the consolidation of hard populism.
As for the divergence between external and internal Europeanisation, it must be noted that large Western constitutional institutions were transferred to ECE in the absence of their socio -cultural environments, that is, without the proper social embeddedness and informal underpinnings that make formal institutions work. Furthermore, this socio -economic and cultural environment has not been developed during the membership period. As we have seen, the EU did not provide ECE states with a road map as a catch -up strategy when they entered this unchartered territory. Rather, as Scharpf (2015) points out, the Union's main strategy was a very general plan of formal "judicial integration" that actually amounted to "bypass [ing] […] integration through law" (p. 386). All this took place without any regard for the socio -economic preconditions or socio -political outcomes of legislative activity. Instead, the EU was treated as a homogeneous social and cultural space for the application of any kind of legislation.
Given this background, Scharpf (2015) has, in fact, proposed a new approach to explain the EU "polycrisis"; it is, he writes, the cumulative eff ect of this process of integration through law:
Governments have failed to appreciate the coup d'état of the European Court of Justice (ECJ), which in 1963 and 1964 had postulated the supremacy and direct eff ect of European law. As a consequence, 'integration through law' became an option to bypass political legislation through 'judicial legislation' if agreement in the Council could not be obtained.
Furthermore, Scharpf (2015) notes that even in times of crisis, "bypass[ing] integration through law has been eff ective" and serious confl icts have been "resolved through judicial action" despite a lack of economic and political feasibility (p. 396). Th is long -term EU strategy -moving forward via judicial action while neglecting reality and lacking proper economic, political and social integration -has amounted to pseudo -confl ict resolution and only added to the tensions. As such, it has heightened the opposition of the EU population as a whole to technocratic -professional elites with their regular victory reports. At the same time, it has compounded the sense of a world of elites that is separate from the actual world perceived by citizens. Th e hardships of the global crisis have, thus, been followed by a surge of populism in which the contrast between "real people" and "impotent elites" is proclaimed across Europe.
Th is populist eruption has been fi ercest in ECE. Populist resentment has run high in the region since neoliberal policies have harmed a large section of the population. Moreover, while the Union has remained obsessed with legal transformations in ECE, it has neglected the real workings of newly made formal mega -institutions. Th is has produced a duality based in the deep tension between the external and internal Europeanisation of ECE socio -political systems. Th is contrast between external and internal Europeanisation runs through the entire history of ECE political systems. Moreover, external Europeanisation has only scratched the surface of the changes required in ECE countries. Sustainable democracies are, thus, yet to emerge in the ECE region since meaningful political participation remains missing. ECE populations have perceived this gap as a high treason of the elites, with the lack of Europeanisation and democratisation in the real world pushing people into the arms of populists.
It is worth returning here to the Copenhagen criteria for EU member states, which set out general requirements about democracy and competitiveness. Th ese criteria vaguely indicated the need for capacity for membership, but did nothing to design and implement tools to support Europeanisation and democratisation during the catch -up process. In fact, the EU "impos[ed] uniform policies and institutions on dramatically diff erent economies and societies" since "the EU never had positive development programs for the integration of the CEE countries" (Bruszt -Langbein 2017: 1, 3) . As a result, classic, democracy--supporting informal institutions were not completed in the fi rst decades of democratisation and to date they have been beset by fatal weaknesses. It is no wonder, then, that in the 2010s, the theme "Copenhagen revisited" has returned with such a vengeance. Back in the early 2010s, critics noted the weaknesses of the Copenhagen criteria, pointing to the lack of any consistent approach to accession, assessment and assistance and fuzzy boundaries around concepts such as democracy and the rule of law. Even so, it was presumed that EU accession would unleash magical transformations in the legal -political, economic and social -cultural realms with the trickling down of formal achievements in all three areas. To attain formal membership, ECE countries had established all EU formal institutions but they did not develop proper informal civil society institutions. Th e assumptions were that these large formal institutions would accomplish the transition to democracy and that ECE countries that had become democratic would stay democratic. In contrast, in identifying the Copenhagen dilemma, Viviane Reding, the Commissioner for Legal Aff airs, noted that the EU had had serious leverage to push for democratic order before accession, but it had lost the legal and other means to do so after accession. Th is dilemma has since taken on broader meaning, coming to refer to the paradoxical process of supporting non -democratic regimes through EU transfers.
On the basis, in the fi rst post -accession period up to the late 2000s, an external Europeanisation programme was dominant in ECE states. Th ese states tried to follow all the legal rules but did not change their socio -cultural environment through any kind of internal or domestic Europeanisation. Instead, they observed the EU "formalities", including those around institution--building, and created big formal institutions that produced an empty or façade democracy along with various kinds of soft "domestic" populism. Against this, the second phase of post -accession has been marked by the global crisis and subsequent hard populist and (semi-)authoritarian systems that have clearly violated the formalities of the rule of law; these systems have defi ed EU rules and values as part of their "alienation" from the EU mainstream. We may, thus, note a sharp contrast between the two periods: while the fi rst was characterised by governments and parties that continued to follow EU formalities around the rule of law, in the second, incoming governments and parties have tried to circumvent EU rules and values and sometimes openly violated EU rules. Th ese entities have cared only about the semblance, that is, the external surface representing what their domestic political system looks like from outside. Th ey have, thus, pretended to be democratic in order to hide the undemocratic substance of their regimes. While the Polish and Hungarian regimes are classic cases of this phenomenon, other ECE countries have refl ected a similar trend, at least in part. 6 Finally, we may note signs of a relative or partial de -Europeanisation occurring on the EU's southern and eastern peripheries in the wake of the global crisis. Relative de -Europeanisation entails the violation of EU rules and values in a spirit of illiberal democracy, and both it and hard populism have accelerated in the 2010s. We may call this process "relative" since it has not reached the level of "absolute" de -Europeanisation, i.e. a decision to exit the Union even in the midst of post -Brexit turmoil. Th e EU has concentrated its crisis management eff orts on saving the "main building" of European architecture, that is, the Eurozone, while fi ghting to keep the Schengen area intact during the refugee crisis. It is still an open question whether the relative disintegration on the southern periphery can be stopped and reversed. Meanwhile the process is certainly intensifying on the eastern periphery with deconsolidation in many sites across the ECE. Moreover, given ECE's lack of resilience to the global crisis, it would appear that the critical turning point for relative disintegration occurred earlier in this region than it did elsewhere in the EU; in general, it seems to have happened in ECE before the crisis since these states were unable to switch to an "innovation driven economy" (see WEF 2017a, b).
Th e coming of an apparent age of uncertainty in the 2010s prompted a loss of historical perspective in ECE with earlier visions of the future fading for an entire population. Indeed, since the mid-2000s, the old "modernisation and Europeanisation" narrative has disappeared and a new "traditionalisation and national sovereignty" narrative has claimed the upper hand. Th is new narrative has eroded faith in earlier democratic structures and, with the rise of new "critical" parties, it has led to supposedly critical elections. Former mainstream parties, which represented the old pro -EU narrative and campaigned in this spirit, have since been ousted or marginalised in these elections, while parties which advocate the new "nativist" narrative have taken their place.
Th is eff ect can be explained in terms of a lack of democratic resilience, a quality that depends on state and societal resistance to crisis. In fact, a recent EU security document names the attainment of the "resilience of democracy" as a "strategic priority" for the EU, arguing that " [s] tates are resilient when societies feel they are becoming better off and have hope for the future" Th is is clearly not the case for ECE, which has also been missing the precondition for democratic resilience: "[s]ocietal resistance" that has been "strengthened by deepening relations with civil society, notably in its eff orts to hold governments accountable" (EU Global Strategy 2016: 26-27). ECE societies have lost their vision for the future, which was based on the "modernisation and Europeanisation" narrative. In short, after the global crisis, ideas of a cohesive Europe or social Europe have either disappeared off the horizon of EU development or been reduced to pure rhetoric. Th e so -called social dimension of the EU and associated vision of prosperity have, thus, been lost for ECE populations. In the last quarter of a century, the internal cohesion of ECE countries has seriously decreased alongside rising inequality. Th us, we fi nd that instead of economic cohesion, dual economies have emerged; instead of social cohesion, there has been growing social polarisation; and instead of territorial cohesion, ECE countries have been split into two -developed and underdeveloped -parts. As a result, since the early 2010s, ECE populations have lost trust in political institutions and the political class. 
The heavy price paid for avoiding confl icts with hard populism in the EU
As we have seen, during the fi rst phase of EU membership, ECE states kept up the "formalities". As a result, institution -building went ahead for large formal institutions, and this resulted in the undermining of democracy and the emergence of façade democracies. In the second phase, in contrast, declining democracies have pursued a policy of non -compliance, sometimes even openly confronting the EU. Th ese states have defi ed the European architecture, clearly violating EU rules and values and engaging in a long fi ght with the EU over the rule of law. While Poland and Hungary were the fi rst countries to enter into this new phase, other ECE countries have now come close though with much hesitation and some strategic moves here and there. For this reason, the standard theory of varied integration -requiring the constant stretching of that concept over several decades -cannot be extended. In its place, we need a new conceptual framework that focuses on the distinction between permissive formal Europeanisation and confl ictual partial de -Europeanisation. I began this article with an analysis of the substance of de -Europeanisation in ECE, focusing on ECE's drifting away from mainstream EU socio -economic and politico -cultural developments. We need now, however, to consider the formal side of this process, that is, the violations of EU legal rules and fundamental values that are the endgame for hard populism. In fact, since the early '90s, Viktor Orbán's governments have been developing and implementing a three -step master plan for a complete populist takeover. On coming to power in 2010, the Orbán government, thus, abandoned the historical plan of building democratic institutions, implementing EU rules and formally complying with European law. Instead, after a period of chaotic democracy and shallow EU integration, the government demonstrated its disrespect for the rule of law and maintained only a democratic façade. While formally accepting EU regulations, Orbán's government did something else, sometimes the opposite of the law, or what Orbán publicly called the "peacock dance in the EU". Th e new populist regime, thus, set out and systematically followed a three -stage master plan to transform Hungary from a weak democracy into a stable autocratic regime, reducing the democratic structure to a mere electoral democracy in which its re -election would be secured by means from constitutional devices to the soft power of mediatised politics. After replacing the Constitution with a fundamental law in the spirit of 19th century nationalism, the government, thus, applied its plan from the top to the bottom of the state's institutional architecture. Th e fi rst step was the full capture of all state machinery from the secret services to the public media and the staffi ng of all top state administration positions with political appointees. Th e second step was the dismantling of checks -and -balances institutions with pressure on judges and control gained over intermediary institutions to ensure they represented government interests. And the third and fi nal step was the de -politicisation of society through attacks on civil society to destroy all forms of civic autonomy and through a "Putinisation" branding all those with international connections as "foreign agents". 8 Th is periodisation suggests discrete stages of de -Europeanisation and de--democratisation in Hungary but the reality is that these steps have largely overlapped. At the same time, they have been applied systematically with a sharp and strategic focus on each stage. Under the Orbán government, Hungary has undergone almost all three stages of the master plan to demolish liberal democracy. Th e government is now in the third stage of attacking civil society organisations. On 4 April 2017, Hungarian parliament, thus, adopted Act XXV of 2017 on Higher Education, which targeted Central European University (usually known as "Lex CEU") with the goal of shutting the university down. On 14 June 2017, it then enacted Act LXXVI of 2017, which amended the 2011 Act on Civil Society and reduced the space for independent civic organisations with international connections, described as "Lex foreign agents".
From the inside, this process has looked like a full de -politicisation of domestic politics under the tyranny of a parliamentary majority. In contrast, it has appeared from the outside -that is, from elsewhere in the EU -as a re--nationalisation of politics, an idea symbolised by the forest of national fl ags that appears at public events and state press conferences where there is no EU fl ag in sight. At the domestic level, the Hungarian government has been doing all it can to stay in power while the darkening mood across the country has left the public apathetic. Meanwhile, at the transnational level, the government has been invoking national sovereignty as sacrosanct and pushing the EU to the absolute limit in an eff ort to provoke a confrontation; it has tested the Union's responses over and over. Th e entire process has, thus, gone beyond state capture and reached the level of a full capture of democracy. In sum, authoritarian drift has joined forces with the re -nationalisation of ECE politics. A strikingly similar picture has emerged in Poland, whose history of shallow rather than deep integration has also facilitated the brutal transformation of democratic architecture after the claiming of power. Th e key diff erence is that in Hungary, the Orbán government has enjoyed a two -thirds supermajority for most of the time since the 2010 elections while in Poland, the "good change" of de -Europeanisation and de -democratisation has only been under way since the 2015 election. Th e Polish government, in contrast, has had only a simple parliamentary majority, which has signifi cantly complicated its violation of EU rules and values (Bugaric -Ginsburg 2016) .
Th ese problems with the eastern periphery have come as a big surprise to the EU where "such a challenge to democratic rule was never seriously considered as something the EU may face" (Ekiert 2017: 10) . As we have seen, the Orbán government attracted particular attention and special treatment when it came to power in the 2010s and began to drift seriously away from the EU mainstream, but the signs of a populist -nativist turn have also been felt in other ECE countries. Szalai -Krausz (2014) notes that in the 2010s " [t] he EU witnessing these systemic problems of rule of law, human rights and democracy has realised that the present tools at its service are limited […] [and] not suffi cient to tackle such issues" (p. 1). In fact, despite awareness of the Copenhagen dilemma, the Union has up to very recently proven defenceless against aggressive hard populist regimes. Th e EU's weak and controversial responses have instead had the counterproductive eff ect that I have termed the Juncker paradox, with the West's neglect and narrow focus on its own priorities only increasing Eastern populism. I would suggest that there have been three turning points in this process: the fi rst was the Tavares Report (EP 2013) and the Barroso Commission's "Communication" (EC 2014) response to key divergences; the second was the 2017 European People's Party declaration, which expressed European centre -right parties' criticisms in the context of aligned parties; and the third was a September 2017 speech by Jean -Claude Juncker which has fi nally signalled the start of a major off ensive against hard populism.
Hungary's basic divergence from the democratic mainstream under the Orbán government was described back in the Tavares Report, which was adopted by European Parliament (EP) on 3 July 2013 with the support of a large majority. Th is report is still the most precise EU document on the decline of democracy in ECE. In discussing the Hungarian case, it called for a "Copenhagen Commission" with an all -European scope and stressed the need for the "establishment of a new mechanism to ensure compliance by all Member States with the common values enshrined in Article 2 TEU" (Tavares 2013: 15). Known as the guardian of democracy, EP has remained the most active institutional defender of democracy based on the rule of law in the EU; it, thus, initiated a series of parliamentary debates on the "situation in Hungary" that refl ected this critical mood (see e.g. EP 2015 EP ,2016 EP ,2017c . At the same time, the Tavares Report also exposed EP to a wider public debate, leading to calls for the oversight of the rule of law, democracy and fundamental rights in all member states.
Th ough the Barrosso Commission (2009-2014) operated in the toughest period of global crisis management as hard populist and/or Eupopulist regimes emerged in ECE, it developed some sensitivity to the ECE situation, responding fi rst to a series of violations of the rule of law. Th e initial turning point was President Barroso's Union address (State of the Union, 12 September 2012), which introduced the term "systemic failure" in an early reference to the Hungarian situation. By 2013, all three major EU institutions had entered the debate in diverging roles. Th e Commission, the so -called guardian of treaties, soon became the chief actor, delivering an important decision in 2014. Th at basic document, known as the Commission Communication of 11 March 2014, marked a legal innovation, presenting new holistic concepts like "systemic failure" and "systemic threats" to the rule of law and off ering a "framework" to counter the problem:
Today the European Commission adopted a new framework for addressing systemic threats to the rule of law in any of the EU's 28 Member States. […] [T]here is a need to develop a tool to deal at the EU level with systemic threats to the rule of law.
[…] Th e new framework does not constitute or claim new competences for the Commission but makes transparent how the Commission exercises its role under the Treaties.
[…] Th e framework can be activated in situations where there is a systemic breakdown which adversely aff ects the integrity, stability and proper functioning of the institutions and mechanisms established at national level to secure the rule of law. Th e EU framework is not designed to deal with individual situations of isolated cases of breaches of fundamental rights or miscarriages of justice. (EC 2014: 1, 2) Th is March 2014 Commission Communication achieved a breakthrough with its new framework that might be summed up by the key words "systemic" and "master plan". Under the Commission's holistic approach, posing a systemic threat to Europeanisation was seen as a serious violation of EU rules and values; moreover, the systemic action of hard populism was countered with the same strategy on the EU's side. Th e Commission argued that Article 2 of the Treaty on the European Union (TEU) did not, in fact, simply present a list of discrete values and the related requirements for proper behaviour by member states; rather, this was a comprehensive and coherent system of values defi ning the European democratic system in its entirety. All in all, this Commission Communication cleared the way to tackle serious and systemic violations of the rule of law framework (RoLF). For all its shortcomings, this was an innovative document and it made for a good start to 2014 even if in some ways it was too little too late. Notably, it remained both too much and too soon for the Council, which sabotaged its implementation for years in actions led by the UK and joined by ECE governments.
Undoubtedly, there were two big problems with the EU's new "master plan". First of all, there was a presumption that "suspected" member states were ready and willing to engage in dialogue, and, thus, that this "mechanism" was bound to produce a positive result. Th is presumption was highly questionable since in countries where the ruling elites had made a conscious choice to fl out EU rules, engaging in such a dialogue was unlikely to be fruitful. Secondly, the Council's legal service claimed that the Commission had overstepped its powers and that the new regulation undermined the role of member states within the Council. Unsurprisingly, this criticism of RoLF originated from governments with poor records on the rule of law. Ultimately, then, as Kochenov and Pech (2015) conclude, while the RoLF was designed to address systemic threats to EU rules under Article 2 of the TEU, it continued to represent the "triumph of empty rhetoric over genuine action" (p. 3).
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In any case, the innovative fi rst step taken by the Barroso Commission was halted with the arrival of a new Commission. From the very outset, the new Juncker Commission was overwhelmed by the "polycrisis" and focused on crisis management in the Core by marginalising all other issues including the deepening Core-Periphery divide noted in the RoLF. Russack (2017) has analysed the Juncker Commission's ten priorities in 2014, recalling its motto, "Be big and more ambitious on big things and small and more modest on small things" (p. 2). Th is strategy obviously misfi red when it came to the "small things" since the violations of EU rules and values actually turned into a frozen confl ict. Moreover, the marginalising of the new crisis in the "East" through permanent confl ict avoidance only made the situation much worse. As late as the mid-2010s, the Juncker Commission did not realise that ECE countries had been seriously hit by the global crisis or that this had unleashed a vicious circle of violations of Article 2 of the TEU. Nevertheless, by this point it was obvious that ECE's deep structural problems originated from the lack of any special catch -up programme in the Copenhagen criteria, the accession process or any part of formal -legal "judicial integration". ECE's serious socio -economic problems had erupted after the global crisis, and the profound controversies around the region had come to the surface in the violations of EU legal formalities.
Since 2014 when the Commission declared itself too busy with "home affairs" in the Core, European Parliament has replaced it as the chief player in the RoLF, refl ecting the Commission's very earliest involvement in this process in cooperation with European Parliament. Several events have demonstrated the fallacy of the Commission's assumptions about starting a "dialogue" with the Orbán government. Th at government has been systematically demolishing liberal democracy in Hungary and remains unready to engage in any dialogue. Instead, it has continued to enact its own master plan while making a few partial and specifi c compromises on infringement procedure issues. In contrast, under public pressure in the West, EP has dealt more effi ciently with the Orbán government. EP resolutions on the "situation in Hungary" have detailed a long list of the Hungarian government's confl icts with EU laws and authorities and provoked wide discussion.
Th ese EP resolutions have not, however, signifi cantly changed the activities of the Commission, which remains "in dialogue" about separate infringement procedures over ongoing violations by the Orbán government since the fi rst half of 2017. As usual, these confl icts have been marginalised by EU authorities, which are irritated by Orbán's behaviour but consider it unimportant amidst the complexities of the EU polycrisis. So far, the Commission has also taken a "light--touch" approach to the infringement procedures around Hungary's new regulations. Meanwhile, what the EU assumed was just "window dressing" through "judicial integration" has started to look more like a broken window scenario in Hungary. During an EP plenary session about Lex CEU, MEPs pointed out that the EU was passively witnessing the systemic erosion of democracy in Hungary and they called for tougher measures. In response, on 26 April 2017, the Commission's Frans Timmermans informed EP that the Commission had launched an infringement procedure against the Hungarian government over this new "Higher Education Act". Again, however, this has led nowhere.
At the same time, the Orbán government-EU confl ict has only deepened over the refugee crisis and the "Stop Brussels" campaign. In this context, a second turning point can be seen in a statement by EPP -part of the same group as Orbán's Fidesz -which expressed its profound disturbance at Orbán's extremism and took the strongest stance yet on the situation: Th e EPP Presidency sent a clear message to Prime Minister Orbán and his party, Fidesz that we will not accept that any basic freedoms are restricted or rule of law disregarded.
[…] Th e EPP has also made it clear to our Hungarian partners that the blatant anti -EU rhetoric of the "Let's stop Brussels" consultation is unacceptable. Th e constant attacks on Europe, which Fidesz has launched for years, have reached a level we cannot tolerate. (EPP 2017: 2) .
It is clearly this message that led to the historic EP resolution calling for the application of Article 7 of the TEU against Hungary. Th is resolution was adopted by a large majority on 17 May 2017. Additionally, on 6 September 2017, the European Court of Justice rejected a claim by Hungary -together with Slovakia and supported by Poland -which challenged the allocation of refugees to those member states. Th is growing list of confl icts and confrontations awaits a serious response from the EU.
Conclusion: "Taming the beast" -Confronting hard populism in the EU
In responding to the widening Core-Periphery divide, the Core's prevailing mindset has been one of preoccupation with its own "priorities", which has actually meant reducing complex management tasks to direct and urgent confl ict management. Th is has led, in turn, to confl ict avoidance and inaction in the Periphery. At the same time, the entire Eastern periphery has been undergoing an intensifying desecuritisation -deconsolidation process as these member states experience the drastic weakening of their positions both in the Union and in terms of global competitiveness. In general, the violations of liberal democracy by both Hungary and Poland in the 2010s have demonstrated that the rule of law now is now a contested concept. Originally this concept was developed for nation states to prevent any confl icts around "national sovereignty". In the EU, however, it has been upgraded with an international -transnational dimension, incorporating multiple players from the international context including the European Court of Justice, the European Court of Human Rights and the Council of Europe with its infl uential Venice Commission. Th is situation presents a confl ict by design since no proper law enforcement mechanism has been created for the "borderlines". As a result, the domestic debate has been sabotaged by the Hungarian and Polish governments with their constant references to "national sovereignty". Th e confl ict has only escalated with the rise of the Kaczynski regime in Poland and the further decline of democratic structures in the other ECE states under unstable coalition governments.
At the same time, given the particular historical legacy of ECE states, their late arrival in the EU and their internal debates, they have often been reluctant to present their situations and legitimate regional interests to the EU. Despite the ugly face of current hard populist regimes, the message of the Visegrád Four (V4) to the March 2017 EU Rome Summit has particular relevance: "Member States' identities and diverse traditions represent a key asset of the EU and shall remain a reference for its further developments" (V4 Joint Statement 2017: 3). In fact, Central European populations from Vienna to Prague, Bratislava to Budapest and Warsaw to Ljubljana have diff erent historical experiences of non -European migration than their West European counterparts (Eupinions 2016; Pew 2016) . Th eir social and cultural unpreparedness for the infl ux of refugees can easily be manipulated by xenophobic autocratic regimes in "Stop Brussels" campaigns under the pretext of protecting national sovereignty and culture.
Undoubtedly, the EU's behaviour in the recent geopolitical crisis has assumed the EU's total cultural homogeneity including on migration matters while also completely neglecting historically hidden and emerging issues in Central Europe as a whole (i.e. the V4 + Austria and Slovenia). Of the ten Juncker priorities presented on the installation of the new Commission, even those coming closest to sensitive rule -of -law and refugee -crisis issues -Priority 7 and Priority 8 -make no reference to ECE attitudes to the refugee crisis or rule -of -law violations in ECE states or the need for confl ict management is these areas (EP 2017a: 20-26) . Th is is an example of structural neglect and repeated inaction in crisis management. Notwithstanding the great and real signifi cance of all ten priorities, the complex silence around these specifi c problems in ECE amounts to a crisis of crisis management in the so -called East.
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Th ere can be no question that the beast of ECE hard populism has to be tamed. After all, as Ekiert (2017) observes of Poland and Hungary:
[b]oth governments introduced politically motivated legislation that constituted clear breaches of EU law and European values, undermined the rule of law, and restricted individual freedoms. What we see in these two countries is a determined eff ort to really subvert the existing democratic system in a fundamental way (p. 7).
After a long series of declarations by Western leaders, Jean Asselsborn, Luxembourg's Minister of Foreign Aff airs has recently stated with some justifi cation that these brutal violations of EU values call into question these states' EU membership: "[By] the end of this year after all important elections are concluded, we need to ask Poland and Hungary whether they want to stay within the European Union and observe its principles" (quoted in Ekiert 2017: 3). Indeed, the Juncker paradox of tolerating hard populism through neglect has been pushed to its limits. As Mudde (2017) noted recently: "Th e EU has tolerated Viktor Orbán too long. It has to take a stand now" (p. 1).
Th e end of 2017 has seen a new turning point on these issues. Th e EU has experienced consolidation after the global crisis while Brexit now appears to be manageable on the Union's side. At the same time, key state elections have been won by stopping the populist wave, and the discontent of developed EU states with ECE hard populism has reached a critical mass. Western leaders have sent the repeat message that enough is enough and there can no more patience around rule -of -law violations by Polish and Hungarian hard populist regimes. In a somewhat optimistic mood, the EU has begun to propose stronger and wider forms of integration. Both this optimism and the new policy against hard populism were communicated powerfully in Juncker's latest State of the Union address. Coming after the presentation of fi ve scenarios for the EU in March 2016, the address outlined a new strategy ("scenario six") for the accelerated further federalisation of the EU including a strong warning that all member states must respect the rule of law in the EU (Juncker 2017 : 4-5, 13 September 2017 .
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All in all, 2017 has been a "refl ection year" for the EU (Andor 2017: 1) . Responding to Juncker's address, Daniel Gros (2017) , thus, asks a basic question:
10 Viviane Reding, the chief architect of the RoLF, recently stated "we have to ask ourselves: what to do when a Member State knowingly destroys the constitutional basis of its democracy? That is why the institutions need new tools to credibly counter these new challenges." (2017: 2).
11 As Grabbe and Lehne (2017) "Where is Europe heading?" His answer directly echoes the two key messages of the address as well as the emerging public consensus in the EU. On the one hand, Brexit provides a new opportunity for greater integration, while on the other, it makes clear ECE hard populism remains a major obstacle to that same integration: Th e departure of the UK now opens the door for a future in which essentially all member states share one currency and their citizens are free to move across borders without control.
[…] Unfortunately, however, a new threat to Europe's future has now reared its ugly head. Th is time, it concerns the nations' commitment to the democratic values of the Union, notably the principle of the rule of law, the independence of the judiciary and the importance of a free press. Th is is a fundamental confl ict (basically between the old member states, on one side, and Poland and Hungary, on the other), which cannot be papered over with fi nancial concessions or some other compromise. Nevertheless, it must be resolved before the EU can make further progress down the road mapped out by President Juncker (Gros 2017: 1) All public opinion polls show that the vast majority of Hungarians and Poles support EU membership and feel proud to be European citizens. Th e Hungarian and Polish publics have experienced EU membership for more than a decade, and thus, a new generation has grown up in the midsst of Europeanisation and democratisation. Having come through the years of societal frustration that led to the capture of their democracies by hard populist regimes, Poland and Hungary can and will return to the mainstream of European development, and they will do this with full democracy and respect for the rule of law. 
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